Introduction
Jim Crace's novel Quarantine (1997) revisits the story of the temptations of Jesus in the wilderness. It does not adhere closely to the gospel narratives, yet it has uncanny resonances with Scripture, with the stories of the fourth-century Desert Fathers and Mothers, and with modern texts and films concerned with the theme of the desert. The experience of desert brings the variety of this literature into a degree of coherence. Crace is not a theologian, nor is he directly interested in the traditions of Christian desert spirituality or theology. Yet his fiction echoes patterns familiar in those traditions and provides a new, sometimes uncomfortable starting place for religious thought and reflection, from within universal experience of what it is to be human in encounters with those outsiders "by whom the world is kept in being." Within this essay 1 there resides a certain degree of irresponsibility at a number of levels. Its subject is irresponsible acts, and its method is to approach theological discourse and questions through the medium of fiction. It was initially conceived as an element in a larger project with the title "Theological Humanism" being pursued by scholars in the United States and the United Kingdom, and part of its purpose is to revisit issues of "truth" in fiction as well as the truth to be found in irresponsibility and its necessary importance for revealing the insanity of our conventional categories of sanity and normality. For this reason I do not expect it to please people in general, and it is not really intended to. You don't go out from the normal and everyday to do something that cannot be measured by its standards and expect people to be happy about it. They will probably say you have lost it, or worse. But I do not want to be melodramatic and I am not writing about me, or making excuses for anything. My point is that sometimes you have to do crazy things in order to make sense of the world. Jim Crace remarked in a lecture given in the University of Iowa in 2003 that as a novelist his task is to make things up, to work from his imagination and not simply from the data of history, authoritative texts, or science.
In his fiction we boldly go where no one has gone before, and that may involve strange encounters which we can find recounted in such various places as the Bible, or the Lives of the Desert Fathers, or a modern novel. Before the beginning of his ministry, Jesus went out alone into the desert, we are told in the Gospels, and wrestled with Satan. In the third-century CE, St. Antony of Egypt, according to the Vita Antonii, reputedly written by St. Athanasius, gave away all his possessions, disappeared into the desert, and like many after him in Egypt, fought with devils in the arid sands which were both inside him and outside. The modern literature of the desert is enormous, and continues to tell the same, bizarre story. I mean precisely the desert and not the wasteland. For in the desert nothing is wasted, and all the literature of the desert of all ages and traditions insists on its purity and its extremes which effectively disintegrate categories of human measurement and normality. People who go there must be mad, because you do not live in the desertdeserts are for passing through and meeting other people, and demons,
